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FINAL REPORT 

 

Project Title:  Eat Fresh Maryland: Increasing Maryland Fruit and Vegetable Sales to WIC 

Participants at Farmers Markets through an Expanded Statewide Network 

 
 
PROJECT SUMMARY 

The objective of this project was to increase specialty crop sales to low-income populations throughout 

Maryland through greater redemption of WIC Fruit and Vegetable Checks (FVC) and Farmers Market Nutrition 

Program (FMNP) checks at Maryland farmers markets. This goal was pursued through an innovative marketing 

and outreach initiative directed by Eat Fresh Maryland, a statewide network working to increase food access 

through federal nutrition benefits redemption at farmers markets.  

This project aimed to address two unmet needs: (1) the challenge that specialty crops producers and 

market managers face in marketing to federal nutrition benefits participants, particularly those using the WIC 

FVC, and (2) the need to increase fresh, local fruit and vegetable consumption amongst low-income Maryland 

residents through targeted marketing, education, and financial incentives. All marketing materials, outreach, 

education, and technical assistance exclusively promoted specialty crops. 

Federal nutrition benefits sales are a largely untapped source of revenue for Maryland specialty crop 

producers. In Maryland, four federal nutrition benefits programs allow vulnerable Maryland families to shop at 

farmers markets: the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as food stamps); 

Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) and Senior Farmers Market Nutrition Program (FMNP) checks; and the 

WIC Fruit and Vegetable Checks (FVC). Implementing programs to reach these customers provides additional 

access to fresh fruits and vegetables to low-income families, additional revenue for farmers resulting from access 

to new customers, and improves the availability of fresh fruits and vegetables to neighborhoods with limited 

access to locally grown produce.  

This project was particularly timely because of its focus on increasing WIC FVC redemption at Maryland 

farmers markets. WIC FVC acceptance at Maryland farmers markets was piloted in 2010, but was met with 

extremely low redemption rates; only 1% of total WIC Fruit and Vegetable Checks redeemed in 2010 were used 

at farmers markets. With an annual cash value of approximately $11.1 million, WIC FVC is an underutilized 

revenue stream for specialty crop producers. Increased redemption of WIC FVC at farmers markets would boost 

specialty crop sales for participating farmers and draw federal funds into local economy. 

The project is a continuation of the “Eat Fresh Maryland” initiative, a network of Maryland farmers 

markets collaborating to increase sales of fruits and vegetables to federal nutrition benefits clients. Eat Fresh 

Maryland was launched in 2010 with Maryland Department of Agriculture Specialty Crop Block Grant funding. 

Specialty Crop Block Grant funding has exclusively been used to promote FMNP and WIC FVC, both of which 

may only be used to purchase fresh fruits and vegetables, thereby ensuring that only specialty crop producers have 

benefited from these funds. This round of funding built on existing programming by expanding the marketing 

campaign based on consumer, producer, and market manager feedback, primarily through growth of the Market to 

Mealtime point-of-sale nutrition education curriculum. 

 

PROJECT APPROACH 

Project activities were developed to address the challenges that have stood as barriers to WIC FVC use at 

markets. Specifically, maximizing the benefit of the WIC FVC to Maryland specialty crop producers involves a 

number of technical, logistical, marketing, and financial challenges. Since WIC participants may use their FVC at 

any grocery or retail outlet for the purchase of fresh fruits and vegetables, a targeted educational campaign is 

necessary to inform consumers of the benefits of locally grown produce. Eat Fresh Maryland first launched such a 

campaign in 2011, to positive response from producers and consumers. Additionally, the WIC FVC requires 
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farmers to follow a different set of guidelines than for the WIC FMNP, with which they are already familiar. 

Support from well-informed market managers is necessary for ensuring that specialty crop farmers meet WIC 

FVC guidelines and receive maximum financial benefit from this program. 

To address these needs, Eat Fresh Maryland conducted a multi-tiered initiative, which included: (a) a 

healthy, seasonal eating marketing campaign at farmers markets tailored to the target audience, and (b) technical 

assistance for Maryland farmers market managers, who in turn provide support to specialty crop producers at their 

markets. Project activities took place between January 2013 and September 2014. All marketing, outreach, and 

educational materials developed with SCBG funds promoted WIC FVC redemption at farmers’ markets. These 

WIC FVC checks may only be used to purchase fresh fruits and vegetables, and only specialty crop producers are 

authorized to accept them. Consequently, the market-based seasonal eating educational activities exclusively 

promoted specialty crops sold at Maryland farmers markets. 

During the grant period, Eat Fresh Maryland provided technical assistance to 26 partner markets, which 

varied in degree of involvement based on the individual market manager’s level of need. For example, some 

market managers required basic information to better understand the details of the FVC program and how it is 

distinguished from the Farmers Market Nutrition Program, which was already in use at all participating markets. 

This deeper understanding of the programs helped market managers bring greater clarity to consumers and 

producers alike, thereby increasing accessibility and utilization of these market currencies. Other market 

managers already understood the program and sought support in working with local agencies, such as WIC and 

other community partners, to ensure that the FVC benefits were being redeemed at their markets. Virtually all 

partner managers sought assistance with data collection and how to effectively and efficiently gather require sales 

data from the farmers at their markets. 

Outside of individualized technical assistance, which took place through in-person visits, phone meetings, 

and email, Eat Fresh Maryland convened a series of partner meetings during the grant period. These included: 

- Webinar presentation of 2012 market season Eat Fresh Maryland data on federal nutrition benefits 

redemption, successes, and best practices in January 2013, with participants from 17 partner 

organizations; 

- In-person Eat Fresh Maryland partners meeting for 20 attendees in February 2013 in conjunction with the 

Maryland Department of Agriculture’s annual Farmers Market Conference, which included a feedback 

and evaluation session of the 2012 season, presentation of proposed marketing strategies for the 2013 

season, and a breakout with University of Maryland Extension Food Stamp Nutrition Educators to 

evaluate and plan for Market to Mealtime; 

- In-person partners meeting in April 2013 with 20 participants, in partnership with Maryland Hunger 

Solutions and the Baltimore Farmers Market Collaborative; 

- Development of a data collection tool and end-of-season survey for partners to submit 2013 data and 

feedback on network offerings;  

- Ongoing marketing throughout the 2013 farmers market season (May-November); 

- Mid-season partners meeting with 15 attendees in June 2013; 

- Presentation on Eat Fresh Maryland at the National Association of Farmers Market Nutrition Programs 

annual conference, held in Baltimore, MD in October 2013; 

- Distribution of end-of-season survey and revised data collection tool to 34 partners in December 2013; 

- Pre-season meeting with 25 attendees in February 2014; 

- Outreach and planning meeting with 20 participants in April 2014 to discuss 2014 marketing materials 

and distribution strategy; 

- 17 mid-season market visits in July 2014 to provide technical assistance and marketing support; and, 

- End-of-season partners meeting in October 2014, with 20 attendees. 

We also created a listserv for program partners, with the objective of reaching all program partners with one 

email, thereby allowing for collective input around problem-solving and identifying promising practices. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Page 4 

 

Additionally, MDFMA’s website includes a “Find a Market” tool that enables consumers to search for a market 

near them that accepts federal nutrition benefits and offers incentives.  

Further, all twenty-six partners received and distributed Eat Fresh Maryland branded 

marketing materials promoting use of FVC at Maryland farmers markets. These materials included: tri-fold color 

brochures, 11x17 posters, pamphlet inserts for inclusion in standard WIC materials, and DVDs featuring a seven-

minute bilingual (English/Spanish) video about how to use federal nutrition benefits at market. Eat Fresh 

Maryland provided support to all markets in developing a distribution and outreach plan, as discussed in the 

earlier technical assistance section. In 2013, Eat Fresh Maryland partnered with the Maryland Department of 

Human Resources, the Farm Alliance of Baltimore, Maryland Hunger Solutions, and the Maryland Department of 

Agriculture on a statewide mailer to federal nutrition benefits participants promoting WIC FVC and FMNP at 

farmers markets. Outreach was coordinated with WIC clinics throughout Baltimore City located near partner 

farmers markets and provided WIC staff with materials to distribute to their clients. In 2014, the statewide mailer 

(first done in 2013) was sent and reached 70,000 low-income Maryland households with bilingual 

English/Spanish marketing materials. 

 In 2013, Baltimore Bucks was a program to increase the purchasing power of customers with federal 

nutrition benefits by offering a dollar-for-dollar match up to $5 per customer at each participating market. 

Maryland Hunger Solutions (MDHS) managed the Baltimore Bucks program during the 2013 market season and 

raised the matching incentive funding for the majority of the markets in the program. This Specialty Crop grant 

did not provide funding for the administration of Baltimore Bucks program or for the incentives. Eat Fresh 

Maryland collaborated with MDHS on outreach and communication, and we successfully reached and distributed 

materials to 11 community centers, senior communities, and schools, which resulted in an overall total of 35 new 

customers who spent their federal nutrition benefits and were able to take advantage of such matching programs.  

 In 2014, we continued our partnerships with these institutions during the transition of Baltimore Bucks to 

Maryland Market Money. During this time, we partnered with the WIC office on Johns Hopkins’ campus to 

promote Maryland Market Money to their clients and in the neighborhood by distributing materials and planning 

a one-day promotional event for Johns Hopkins Community Market. “Healthy Habits at Hopkins” sought to 

increase redemption of federal nutrition benefits using incentives such as giveaway prizes to WIC clients and 

raffles in addition to the distribution of Maryland Market Money. The promotional event resulted in a 57% 

increase of Maryland Market Money distribution. Throughout the season we continued outreach strategies by 

connecting with 12 community organizations, libraries, and schools, including health fairs. Our efforts resulted in 

a total of 342 new customers that spent federal nutrition benefits (an 89% increase from 2013) contributing to 

$2,667 Maryland Market Money dollars distributed through the institution markets.  

 Lastly, Eat Fresh Maryland invested in ongoing improvements to and maintenance of our online presence, 

including website and social media, to ensure that Eat Fresh Maryland is a source of reliable, accurate, thorough 

information for specialty crops producers and WIC FVC participants. Information on Eat Fresh Maryland has 

migrated to the website and Facebook pages for the Maryland Farmers Market Association, which can be 

accessed at http://www.marylandfma.org and https://www.facebook.com/MarylandFMA.  

As the second part of this marketing campaign promoting specialty crops to WIC and FMNP participants, 

Eat Fresh Maryland collaborated with University of Maryland Extension’s Food Smart Team to develop a 

healthy, seasonal eating marketing campaign for use at farmers markets. The goal of this initiative was to increase 

access to and consumption of local fruits and vegetables in Maryland communities through the development and 

use of a comprehensive toolkit for consumer outreach and education. Specific project activities included: 1) 

Creation and dissemination of a toolkit of outreach and educational materials for consumers, particularly targeting 

WIC FVC recipients, including promotional materials, farmers market demonstrations, etc. addressing fruit and 

vegetable selection, storage, safety, and preparation, 2) Trainings for UME staff, market managers, and 

community volunteers to use the toolkit and implement these programs at Eat Fresh Maryland partner markets 

statewide and; 3) data collection from program participants to measure metrics including individual willingness to 

try new recipes, increased fruit and vegetable consumption as a result of education received and type of currency 

http://www.marylandfma.org/
https://www.facebook.com/MarylandFMA
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used to make purchases (credit/debit, SNAP, FMNP, FVC, or incentives). Specifically, the nutrition education 

program at markets featured a large display educating consumers about selecting, storing, and safely preparing a 

different Maryland-grown fruit or vegetable each month. Two-sided recipe cards featuring one raw and one 

cooked low-cost, easy recipe were distributed to market shoppers. In the original grant proposal, $1,000 was 

allocated for UME to produce display boards, recipe cards, and supplies for this initiative. UME was able to fund 

these materials without SCBG funds. Crossroads therefore reallocated the funding to MDFMA for additional 

marketing materials and technical assistance for this project. 

 Market to Mealtime evolved from a need identified after Eat Fresh Maryland’s pilot season by partner 

market managers and specialty crop producers selling at participating markets to educate shoppers, particularly 

federal nutrition benefits participants, about ways to cook local, seasonal fruits and vegetables with which they 

are unfamiliar. Recent studies have indicated that availability of fresh and/or local foods alone does not lead to 

increased fruit and vegetable consumption; well-developed, culturally appropriate educational programming is 

essential to inform shoppers of both the why’s and how’s of eating fresh, local produce. 

Notably, while the SCBG program did not fund financial incentives for FMNP or FVC during this grant 

period, MDFMA was committed to continuing the successful WIC FVC incentive program in Baltimore launched 

in 2013. During the 2013 season, Baltimore’s incentive program (“Baltimore Bucks”) was still under the auspices 

of Maryland Hunger Solutions (MDHS), working in close partnership with the MDFMA. MDFMA and MDHS 

were thrilled that the pilot program yielded unexpectedly positive outcomes and collaborated to secure non-SCBG 

funding to provide WIC FVC incentives at participating Baltimore markets in 2013. In 2014, Baltimore Bucks 

was incorporate into the broader statewide Maryland Market Money program and MDFMA assumed total 

responsibility for funding the program for that season, which it did successfully. MDHS remained involved as a 

collaborator, primarily assisting with marketing and promotion to federal nutrition program participants (as 

outlined in the paragraph below).  

 The primary collaborators on this project were the Family League of Baltimore, the Baltimore Partnership 

to End Childhood Hunger, University of Maryland Extension (UME) Food Supplement Nutrition Education 

Program (FSNE) and Maryland Hunger Solutions (MDHS). UME’s Food Smart team brought their nutrition 

expertise to the development of the Market to Mealtime curriculum, ensuring that the recipes and displays 

provided customers with valuable, healthful information. MDHS was instrumental in disseminating Eat Fresh 

Maryland marketing materials to partner farmers markets in Baltimore and in building relationships with local 

social services agencies that distributed our materials to their clients. 

 

GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED 

 1) The first goal of this project was to increase specialty crop sales through a multi-dimensional marketing, 

outreach, and incentive campaign at minimum 30 farmers markets throughout Maryland. We anticipated that 

reported WIC FVC sales in 2013 would increase by 25% over 2012. To reach this goal, Eat Fresh Maryland 

undertook a major marketing campaign, as outlined above, working on the state and community levels to 

encourage federal nutrition benefits participants to redeem their assistance dollars at farmers markets. During the 

grant period, 26 markets participated in the meetings and availed of the programs and materials offered; more than 

34 markets were featured on the Eat Fresh Maryland materials. Over the two market seasons, we distributed over 

27,000 units of mixed media promotional materials, including: flyers, 11x17 posters, tri-fold brochures, Eat Fresh 

Maryland DVDs, point-of-sale banners, and WIC check booklet and brochure inserts. 

 According to data reported from Eat Fresh Maryland partners in 2012, $30,612 in WIC was redeemed at 

partner markets that season. In 2013, partners reported $12,732 in WIC FVC sales; in 2014, partners reported 

$10,383 and $30,905 in WIC and Senior FMNP. Based on reported FVC and FMNP sales, this program directly 

resulted in $54,020 for Maryland specialty crops producers. These figures do not reflect: specialty crop sales at 

Maryland markets not reporting data but included on Eat Fresh Maryland promotional materials; specialty crop 

purchases that WIC and FMNP and/or Market to Mealtime participants made using other currencies (cash, 

credit/debit, SNAP benefits), and sales from specialty crop producers who opted not to report data. This outcome 
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is discussed further in the Lessons Learned section of the report.  

 2) The second goal of the project was to increase the distribution of Eat Fresh Maryland promotional and 

educational materials by adding a minimum of ten new partner markets, totaling more than 40 participating 

markets in at least eight Maryland counties by 2013. During this grant period, the MDFMA was launched as an 

independent non-profit and assumed responsibility over Eat Fresh Maryland (formerly a program of Crossroads 

Community Food Network). Eat Fresh Maryland members are therefore now MDFMA members from whom we 

have received partnership agreements and dues. As of September 2014, there are 41 MDFMA members in 13 

Maryland counties and Baltimore City. Promotional and educational materials were distributed to potential 

Maryland Market Money participants through partners, who utilized their local networks to disseminate 

information within their communities. 

 3) An additional performance measure was tracking the number of participants in the seasonal eating 

curriculum. In 2013, Eat Fresh Maryland volunteers offered the Market to Mealtime curriculum 17 times at seven 

Baltimore City farmers markets, at which 456 shoppers received materials and spoke at length with the Market to 

Mealtime volunteers about the program. Additionally, Eat Fresh Maryland facilitated Market to Mealtime 

programming at two Baltimore City farmers markets in celebration of Food Day (October 24), in collaboration 

with the Baltimore Partnership to End Childhood Hunger. UME is still in the process of collecting reports on the 

2014 market season. However, data received to date includes 11 visits to four Baltimore City markets, benefiting 

248 market customers.  

 The Baltimore Partnership to End Childhood Hunger and the Family League of Baltimore worked closely 

with Eat Fresh Maryland to recruit, train, and manage volunteers to implement the Market to Mealtime program. 

In 2013, 3 training sessions were held to train a total of 12 volunteers. In 2014, 4 training sessions were held to 

train 14 volunteers and 3 Maryland Farmers Market Association staff members. Volunteers were trained by UME 

staff members to discuss talking points including eating fruits and vegetables at each meal, the importance of 

buying locally grown items, and involving children of different ages in meal preparation.  

 

BENEFICIARIES 

This project was particularly innovative and impactful as it aimed to produce benefit to a broad range of 

beneficiaries; namely, specialty crop producers, farmers market managers, and low-income Maryland consumers 

all directly benefited from this project. Numbers of beneficiaries included: 

- Approximately 200 Maryland specialty crop farmers selling at Eat Fresh Maryland/MDFMA partner 

markets throughout the state 

- Minimum 26 Maryland farmers market managers; and, 

- Minimum 3,072 low-income Maryland households, equaling an estimated 10,000 low-income 

individuals. 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

  To measure progress, we had projected a 25% increase in WIC FVC redemption from 2012 to 2013. 

However, collecting accurate data proved challenging. WIC FVC and WIC and Senior FMNP benefits are paper 

checks that participants spend directly with individual producers, who then deposit them as they would a personal 

check. As such, all FVC and FMNP sales data is based on figures that producers report to market managers for 

submission to Eat Fresh Maryland. Though Eat Fresh Maryland staff worked extensively with market managers to 

solicit feedback for streamlining data collection and sought to optimize the process for producers and managers 

while also enabling us to meet reporting guidelines, the multistep process remained cumbersome and was adhered 

to with varying degrees of stringency. Obstacles to accurate data therefore included: reticence on the part of 

producers to report sales figures, provide an exact count, and/or to distinguish between FVC and FMNP sales; 

limited capacity for market managers to go to every market farmer each week to record weekly sales; and 

difficulties enforcing market managers to collect and submit complete sales records on a timely basis. 

 Recognizing those limitations, 2013 and 2014 data may not reflect the full success of the program. Two 
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important considerations are required to understand these figures. First, as noted in the above paragraph, these 

data likely conflate sales of FVC and FMNP. Specifically, in 2012, when farmers were less familiar with the new 

FVC check, they likely reported all WIC checks as one type of currency; consequently, the 2012 WIC FVC 

figures likely include sales of both FVC and FMNP, explaining the significant leap in FVC sales we experienced 

from 2011 to 2012 (over 500%) and the subsequent dramatic reduction. Second, in 2012, Eat Fresh Maryland 

received Specialty Crop Block Grant (separate from this grant) funding to offer financial incentives in dollar-

value vouchers to match purchases with WIC FVC at participating Baltimore City and County farmers markets. 

During the 2012 market season, Eat Fresh Maryland distributed $18,932 in incentive vouchers. In writing this 

grant proposal, we had anticipated that, even without funding through this grant for incentives, the initial success 

of the incentive program would result in continued high rates of WIC FVC redemption. However, as noted and 

explained above, the rate of WIC FVC sales declined (at least per reported figures).  

This grant period offered invaluable lessons for navigating the challenges of marketing locally grown 

specialty crops to low-income consumers. Evaluation of the third and fourth seasons of Eat Fresh Maryland 

highlighted both the value of a centralized marketing program and areas for continued improvement. Primary 

lessons are as follows: 

1) Collaborative, streamlined marketing strengthens farmers markets statewide by minimizing the burden on 

overextended market managers, many of whom are also farmers and/or operating the market as part of 

another job. Though not quantified in the program’s impact, frequent anecdotal feedback from market 

managers, producers, and consumers throughout the grant period reinforced the underlying assumption 

behind this program: there is tremendous need for and value in a single, streamlined entity to oversee a 

marketing campaign, which neither farmers nor market managers have capacity to run without support. 

Further, that market managers were willing to comply with our tedious data reporting requirements 

without any financial compensation demonstrates that they saw significant value participation in the 

network, and that their market was stronger from the resources Eat Fresh Maryland provided.  

2) Low-income households are interested in eating fresh, locally grown produce and are a potential 

customer base typically overlooked by specialty crops growers. The data shared throughout this report 

support our strong belief that low-income Maryland households want to eat fresh, healthy, high-quality 

locally grown foods, and will do so when such foods are made more accessible; namely, when they are 

aware of where to purchase such foods, that they may purchase these foods with their benefits, and with 

educational support around produce selection, storage, and preparation. Eat Fresh Maryland is committed 

to continuing its work to promote locally grown produce to WIC families, developing outreach models 

mutually supportive of consumers and producers.  

3) Education at point-of-sale creates a stronger farmers market by fostering a welcoming and informative 

space for consumers and potentially increasing sales for producers.  

Implementing Market to Mealtime at partner markets allowed for unique opportunities to increase sales 

for producers through the redemption of federal nutrition benefits. Market to Mealtime volunteer trainings 

included information about federal nutrition benefit redemption at market, allowing volunteers to tailor 

their interactions with program participants to include information on how to redeem and stretch their 

benefits with incentives as available at select partner markets. 

Providing nutrition education at partner markets continues to be a high priority of the Eat Fresh Maryland 

network. Nutrition education is one of the most requested programs from market managers. Market to 

Mealtime is implemented by volunteers who are often members of the markets’ community. This 

provides the opportunity to cultivate communities within farmers markets, allowing markets to serve as a 

community resource for healthy, local, nutritious food options and nutrition education.  

4) Financial incentives are an evidence-based practice for increasing redemption of federal nutrition 

benefits at farmers markets to purchase specialty crops. Whereas redemption of WIC FVC increased 

exponentially (over 500%) over the previous season when Eat Fresh Maryland introduced incentives 

through an earlier Specialty Crop Block Grant separate from this one, redemption rates slowed 
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significantly when funding for incentives was absent. This data is consistent with nationwide trends, as 

published by the national non-profit organization Wholesome Wave, indicating the impact of incentive 

programs on farmers market sales. This may be something that MDA – as the administrator of the 

Specialty Crop Block Grant in Maryland – may want to reconsider funding in the future as it has a 

significant impact on purchasing of specialty crops. To reiterate, no incentive funding was provided 

through this Specialty Crop Block Grant, even though it was included in the original proposal. As a 

corollary, this project demonstrated that: 

5) Shifting purchasing and consumption patterns takes time. While we remain convinced that low-income 

households want to eat healthy, high-quality food—and are deserving of such—behavioral change is a 

gradual process. Barriers to access and affordability create added challenges for individuals and 

households with lower-incomes. Consequently, organizations, market managers, and producers marketing 

to low-income consumers must not conflate low or stagnant sales with lack of interest, and must continue 

to explore and implement vetted and effective outreach and marketing strategies. Further, these 

organizations should intentionally engage members of the target audience in program and marketing 

design to ensure maximum appropriateness, relevance, and effectiveness. Lastly, relationships with 

community-based organizations and social services offices are instrumental in reaching this population. 

For example, our strategic partnerships with state and local WIC and community organizations have been 

vital in helping us distribute the materials to WIC participants, inform them that the FVC can be used at 

farmers markets, and educate them about the benefits and importance of eating locally. 

6) Streamlined data collection is essential for evaluating program impact.  

The challenge of obtaining WIC FVC sales data from specialty crop growers remained a factor 

throughout this grant period. WIC FVC is a paper check based program, transactions occur directly 

between shopper and producer, rather than through a market manager (as with SNAP sales). 

Consequently, we are relying both on farmers to self-report to the market managers and on market 

managers to put forth the effort to collect the information from each individual farmer and then provide 

weekly sales and transaction data to Eat Fresh Maryland. We continue to dedicate significant staff time to 

refine and improve data collection systems, working closely with MDA, Maryland Hunger Solutions, and 

Eat Fresh Maryland partner market managers to verify the accuracy of our data and ensure that our 

protocol is usable for all relevant parties.    
 

CONTACT PERSON 

Amy Crone 

Executive Director, Maryland Farmers Market Association 

acrone@marylandfma.org 

410.929.1645 

 

 

 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
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FINAL REPORT 

 

Project Title:  Expanding Specialty Crop Use through Promotion of Culinary Heritage 

 
 

PROJECT SUMMARY 

 

According to a 2011 report funded by Southern Sustainable Agriculture Research & Education (SARE), 

Appalachia has been identified as the most diverse ‘foodshed’ in North America, with nearly 1,500 

documented folk and indigenous crop varieties of heirloom vegetables and fruits.  Garrett County lies in 

the Appalachian Mountains of Western Maryland, and the growing conditions there (climate, 

topography, and geography) are very different than the rest of the state.  Because of this, certain 

specialty crops have been traditionally easier to grow and therefore are more profitable for farmers in 

Garrett County.  For instance, in most years, cool summers in Garrett County provide farmers the luxury 

of growing berries, lettuces, greens, broccoli, cabbage, and other Cole crops during the hottest part of 

the summer.  Garrett County also has a large tourist population in the summer, and those tourists 

generally come from areas of Maryland and surrounding states that have warmer climates.  These 

potential customers do not know that Garrett County specialty crop growers have an abundance of fresh 

produce items that may not be available from farms near their homes. Potential sales are lost because of 

this disconnect:  customers’ not knowing what is available in Garrett County, and when it is available.   

 

This project addressed a need to promote specialty crops through the unique culinary heritage of the 

area. Each region in Maryland has different topography, geography, and climate.  Because of these 

issues, each region in Maryland has farmers who grow different historically and culturally significant 

foods.  In order for the foods that are adapted to grow well in each region to be able to be sold to 

customers, those customers must become familiar with the foods, how the foods are prepared, cooked, 

stored, and eaten.  This project assessed the local food heritage of our area, developed a local foods 

guide, and developed a culinary heritage event which can be replicated in different regions in Maryland 

celebrating different specialty crops.  

 

The objectives of this project were: 

1. Increase awareness by the public of culinary heritage and specialty crops availability; 

2. Develop a local food guide to highlight availability of culinary heritage and specialty crops; 

3. Develop a culinary heritage event to highlight specialty crops; 

4. Develop a guide for other jurisdictions to be able to replicate the local food guide and culinary 

heritage event. 

 

The importance of this project cannot be overstated.  As the local food movement grew in urban areas in 

the past 15 years, rural areas have struggled to grow similarly.  Small, diversified farms in Garrett 

County’s mountains cannot compete with the available land base, marketing dollars, and labor in the 

agriculture centers in Maryland.  A large majority of the visiting population, along with many local 

citizens, were unaware of the local specialty crops available in Garrett County.  This project both 
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educated the public about specialty crops available in Garrett County and motivated them to purchase 

those specialty crops from local farms.   

 

 

PROJECT APPROACH  
 

Activities and tasks performed during the grant period: 

 

1. Hire contractor to coordinate research and development of local foods guide, coordinate culinary 

heritage event, and develop the guide to hosting a culinary heritage event. 

a. After three applications were received and reviewed following the contractual position 

announcement, Hana Crouch was hired to perform these duties.  Ms. Crouch worked 

closely with Cheryl DeBerry, Natural Resources Business Specialist for Garrett County 

Economic Development, to ensure a successful project completion.   

2. Research availability of specialty crops  

a. Documents provided by a local fresh produce marketing cooperative, Garrett Growers 

Cooperative, Inc., were reviewed to determine the availability of specialty crops in 

Garrett County.  

b. Growers of specialty crops that attend farmers markets, have roadside stands, sell at the 

local produce auction, and who take orders for farm sales were contacted about potential 

inclusion in the local foods guide.  Each grower that wished to be listed provided 

information to Ms. Crouch, including what specialty crops they grow, when and where 

those specialty crops are available, contact information for the farm, and photos of the 

farm and/or products. 

3. Draft of local foods guide to committee 

a. The draft was completed by mid-July, 2013. 

4. Editing and approval of local foods guide 

a. The final local foods guide was ready in early August, 2013.  

5. Publish local foods guide 

a. The local foods guide was printed and delivered by August 9, 2013.  

b. The local foods website was created and went “live” in September 2013.  

6. Conduct post survey of local businesses 

a. Specialty Crop farmers who participated in the local foods guide (both the printed and 

online versions) were informally surveyed at various events in the county where they 

were in attendance, as well as through email and personal interviews.  In all, over 20 

specialty crop farmers provided substantive feedback about their inclusion in the local 

food guide.  The overwhelming response was positive, with 12 farmers indicating they 

have increased sales of specialty crops and 21 who increased contacts with potential 

buyers of specialty crops.  

7. Plan for culinary heritage event 

a. The contractor worked with the planning committee to plan all aspects of the event, 

including logistics, marketing, coordinating volunteers, soliciting sponsors to cover non-

specialty crop related items, and securing vendors.   

8. Conduct culinary heritage event and post-survey 
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a. The culinary heritage event was held August 10, 2013, at the Garrett County Fairgrounds.  

It included several activities, as can be seen in the “Goals and Outcomes Achieved” 

section of this report. 

9. Draft guide to hosting a culinary heritage event’ to committee 

a. The guide was first drafted in the spring of 2014, and final editing was conducted in 

September and October of 2014.  

10. Editing and approval of ‘guide to hosting a culinary heritage event’. 

a.  

11. Publishing and email distribution of  ‘guide to hosting a culinary heritage event’ as an Adobe 

.pdf document 

a. The guide is online. No pdf version is required, as the website allows for more 

information in a user-friendly format for all types of devices.   

 

Because the culinary heritage event and local foods guide included all farm products produced in 

Garrett County, this project did benefit some non-specialty crop farms.  For example, the event and 

guide includes locally produced meats, fiber, cheese, wheat, wine, beer, corn, and hay.  Because of 

this, the committee made sure to solicit non-grant sponsorships and advertising revenue to offset any 

and all non-specialty crop promotions.  For instance, in the local foods guide, advertising pages paid 

for each non-specialty crop farm listings, and at the culinary heritage event, sponsorships paid for 

each non-specialty crop farm promotions.   

 

 

Grant funds were used to solely enhance the competitiveness of specialty crops.  In promotions for 

the Serve It Up Local event such as posters and press releases, only specialty crops, specifically 

fresh vegetables, were pictured.  In instances where both specialty crops and non-specialty crops 

were pictured or featured (e.g., the website, the dinner, etc.), program income funds (from 

sponsorships and ticket sales) were used for the appropriate portion of the costs.    

 

Garrett County Economic Development 

Cheryl DeBerry served as project coordinator and provided assistance in all aspects of this project.   

 Oversaw the hiring of and supervision of the consultant 

 Assisted in marketing, including social media campaign, logo/advertising design and 

placement, drafting press releases, etc. 

 Designed and edited the local foods guide – printed version 

 Designed the local foods guide website 

 Solicited sponsorships and advertisers 

 Prepared grant reports and ensured grant compliance  

Michael Koch provided expertise in project management, marketing planning and logo design. 

 

Board of County Commissioners 

The Finance Office provided all bookkeeping and accounting services for this project.  

 

University of Maryland Extension  

http://www.serveituplocal.com/guide.html
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Staff served on all committees, assisted in editing documents and websites, and assisted in sourcing 

local specialty crops. 

 

Garrett Growers Cooperative, Inc. 

Members shared information about availability of specialty crops in Garrett County and participated 

in the local foods guide and culinary heritage event.  

 

 

Mountain Fresh Producers Association 

Members worked with the project coordinator to promote specialty crops at the farmers markets, 

aided in sourcing specialty crops for the project, and provided information about specialty crop 

growers for inclusion in the local foods guide and culinary heritage event.  

 

Garrett County Chamber of Commerce 

Staff provided marketing assistance by promoting the culinary heritage event and allowing the local 

foods guide to be distributed in the two visitor’s centers in Garrett County.  

 

Garrett Preston Rural Development Coalition 

Member Joyce Bishoff served on the project committee and provided valuable assistance in project 

development, event planning, event promotion, etc.  

 

 

GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED  

 

Objective 1: Increase awareness by the public of culinary heritage and specialty crops availability 

Though difficult to gauge the increase in awareness by the public, there are a few things we have 

observed that point to that end: 

 An additional nine retailers/restaurants began purchasing specialty crops through the Garrett 

Growers Cooperative of fresh produce growers in 2013 

 People from four states: Maryland (Bowie, Middletown, Pasadena, Rockville), Washington, 

D.C., West Virginia (Bruceton Mills, Masontown), and Pennsylvania (Pittsburg, Harrisburg, 

Spring House), attended the culinary heritage event.   

 The culinary heritage event’s facebook page has 311 ‘likes’ and had over 15,500 people 

reached with its posts (duplicates included) during the grant period. 

 The culinary heritage event’s twitter page has 111 followers 

 The Garrett farms facebook page has 201 ‘likes’ and had over 660 people reached with its 

posts (duplicates included) in just over one month.  

 The Garrett farms recently-added twitter page has 26 followers 

 162 people attended the lunch event at the culinary heritage event 
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 47 people attended the social at the culinary heritage event 

 76 people attended the local foods dinner at the culinary heritage event 

 Total attendees: 285 

Grant funds were used to solely enhance the competitiveness of specialty crops.  In promotions for 

the Serve It Up Local event such as posters and press releases, only specialty crops, specifically 

fresh vegetables, were pictured.  In instances where both specialty crops and non-specialty crops 

were pictured or featured (e.g., the website, the dinner, etc.), program income funds (from 

sponsorships and ticket sales) were used for the appropriate portion of the costs.    

 2012 Sales of Specialty Crops at Farmers Markets: $109,601 

2013 Sales of Specialty Crops at Farmers Markets: $142,063 

§  30% increase over 2012 

 2014 Sales of Specialty Crops at Farmers Markets: $136,664 

§  25% increase over 2012 

 

Objective 2: Develop a local food guide to highlight availability of culinary heritage and specialty crops 

2,500 copies of the first “Local Food & Farm Guide” were printed in early August, featuring listings 

of farmers markets, farm stands, farms, and other sources of local specialty crops.  The guide is 

available at rental homes, Garrett County Courthouse, two visitor’s centers in Garrett County, 

Garrett County Courthouse, University of Maryland Extension, Mountain Fresh Farmers Markets, 

and other small businesses in Garrett County.   

The online, expanded version of the “Local Food & Farm Guide” was published in September 2013 

(www.GarrettFarms.org) with search capabilities, comprehensive farm listings, news and updates, 

and agritourism sites.  Consumers can search for farms by specialty crop.   

As of November 2014, there were only approximately 250 “Local Food & Farm Guides” left, and 

plans are being made to update the guide and reprint using secured funding from the Garrett 

County Office of Economic Development and advertising revenue.  

Grant funds were used to solely enhance the competitiveness of specialty crops.  In the 40-page 

Local Food and Farm Guide, approximately 15% of the guide refers (in photos or text) to either 

non-specialty crop farm products, other farm ventures (agritourism, wool/fiber, etc.) or farms 

located in adjoining states that may or may not sell specialty crops.  Because of this, ads were 

sold to offset those pages of the booklet. Almost 13 pages of ads (30% of the guide) were sold to 

offset these non-specialty crop references in the Local Food & Farm Guide.  

 

http://www.garrettfarms.org/
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Objective 3: Develop a culinary heritage event to highlight specialty crops 

The “Serve It Up Local: Celebrating Farms and Food” festival was held August 10, 2013 at the 

Garrett County Fairgrounds Ag Heritage Hall in McHenry.   

The festival started with a “Local Foods Cook Off & Lunch Extravaganza”, where area chefs 

prepared samples of specialty crops cooked in unique ways for the public to consume.   

After lunch, the “Local Food & Farm Fest” featured area farmers selling their products, live music, 

kids’ activities, educational displays about local specialty crop production history, and specialty 

crop foods cooking demonstrations.    

In the evening, regional wines and beers were sampled during the “Local Sips Social”, followed by 

the “50-Mile Meal: A Local Foods Dinner” featuring celebrated Farm-to-Table Chef, Spike 

Gjerde from Woodberry Kitchen in Baltimore.   

Grant funds were used to solely enhance the competitiveness of specialty crops.  Sponsorship and 

ticket sales revenue for the culinary heritage event supplemented the grant funds to cover any 

references in advertising or promotions to non-specialty crop items, such as the references to other 

locally produced farm items such as wool, wine, beer, eggs, cheeses, and meats.    

Objective 4: Develop a guide for other jurisdictions to be able to replicate the local food guide and 

culinary heritage event. 

The guide is posted on the Culinary Heritage Event website and has been promoted via social media 

and the Garrett Farms webpage.  The availability of the guide is promoted via events and email 

lists throughout Maryland.   

Unfortunately, because our guide is a page on our website and not a downloadable file (for ease of 

access and use by viewers), we can only go by page views for statistics.  Our website host only 

makes available the most recent month’s data, so we are unable to ascertain how many views the 

guide page has had since posting.  We did, however, post a link at the top of the webpage and also 

posted it in the news blog of the www.ServeItUpLocal.com andwww.GarrettFarms.org websites 

to increase the reach.  

 

Grant funds were used to solely enhance the competitiveness of specialty crops. The guide will 

feature only specialty crops in examples, photos, and other references in the text.   

 

Contributions and roles of project partners 

1. Garrett County Economic Development 

a. Cheryl DeBerry, Natural Resources Business Specialist provided technical support to the 

hired coordinator for the project.  This included eight face-to-face meetings, 12 phone 

meetings, and numerous email replies.  In addition, Ms. DeBerry did all the design work for 

the Local Food Guide, designed  both the culinary heritage event website and the Garrett 

Farms website, created and updated both facebook and twitter pages, and designed all ads for 

http://www.serveituplocal.com/
http://www.garrettfarms.org/
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the culinary heritage event.  The accumulated value of this time expended is well over 

$2,000.00.   

b. Michael Koch, Director provided technical support to the hired coordinator for the project.  

This included five face-to-face meetings, two phone meetings, and numerous email replies.  

The accumulated value of this time expended is well over $500.00.   

c. Planning & Land Development Department – provided free use of a large plotter printer for 

printing twelve oversized posters for the event.  The value of this donation is well over 

$200.00. 

2. University of Maryland Extension – Garrett County Office 

a. Various staff members assisted in printing brochures, flyers, and rack cards, folding 

brochures, cutting rack cards, mailing invitations, and providing general office support.  The 

accumulated value of this time expended is well over $50.00. 

3. Firefly Farms Creamery and Market 

a. Firefly Farms staff sold tickets to the event as well as provided assistance with the 

procurement of regional beer and wine and provided volunteers for the social at the culinary 

heritage event.  The accumulated value of this time expended is well over $100.00.  

Progress toward achieving the Expected Measurable Outcomes  

Baseline data gathered: In a Pre-Event Survey of restaurants conducted February through April 2013: 

Do you think it would be realistic for your establishment to increase its purchase of local food by 

at least 10% within the next year? 

75% of respondents replied "Yes"  

25% of respondents replied "No" 

Progress toward achieving set targets: In a Post-Event Survey of restaurants conducted October through 

November 2013: 

(1)  Has your establishment increased its purchase of local food this season (2013)? 

100% of respondents said "Yes" 

71.4% of respondents estimated an increase of at least 10% 

42.9% of respondents estimated an increase of 3-10% 

57.1% of respondents estimated an increase of >10% 

(2)  Do you think it is realistic for your establishment to increase its purchase of local food 10% by 

the end of next season (2014)? 

100% of respondents said "Yes" 

A qualitative outcome of note is that event organizers feel that the process of planning and executing a 

successful event involving local restaurant participants built rapport and resulted in a working 

relationship that will make it easier to engage them on this issue and in future endeavors.  
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In a survey of area restaurants, respondents perceived five major obstacles to sourcing local food. Of 

fourteen potential obstacles outlined in the survey, over half of respondents "Agree" or "Strongly Agree" 

with the following five issues: 

1. It is too time-consuming to source ingredients locally (57.14%) 

2. It is too complicated to coordinate with farmers (57.15%) 

3. It is easier to buy all ingredients through my distributor (71.43%) 

4. Variety of local food is too limited (57.15%) 

5. Availability of local food is too seasonal (71.43%) 

This feedback suggests priority issues to be addressed by future projects. Issues 1-3 are being actively 

addressed by Garrett Growers Cooperative, a farmer-owned marketing cooperative purveying locally 

grown specialty crops. Projects to enhance the capacity of this organization would likely be the most 

efficient and effective way to address issues one through three. Issues 4 & 5 could both be addressed by 

projects to increase the use and effectiveness of season extension techniques by local farmers. The 

seasonal availability of local foods causes farmers and marketing cooperatives like Garrett Growers to 

have to expend extraordinary effort on an annual basis to recapture the attention of their market, as well 

as lessens restaurants' ability to capitalize on their purchase of local food through marketing. Increased 

year-round sales would save farmers a lot of time and hassle during the busy start of each season, and 

create a more robust local food economy. Season extension infrastructure (including food processing 

facilities) used to extend the growing season into wintry months could be used during the peak season to 

expand variety. 

 

 

BENEFICIARIES  
 

Specialty crop farmers in Garrett County directly benefitted from this project, including the 39 fresh 

produce farmers who sold $329,000 in products in 2012 at farm stands and through farmers markets, 

produce auctions, wholesalers, and cooperatives.  At the Mountain Fresh Producers Association 

Farmers Market in Oakland, sales increased in 2014 to 260,729, a 35% increase from 2012 sales of 

$193,513.  Garrett Growers Cooperative, Inc., a fresh produce marketing cooperative of 11 specialty 

crop farmers selling to restaurants and grocers, increased sales in 2014 to $50,775 over 2012 sales of 

$28,084, an increase of 81% in two years.  

 

 

LESSONS LEARNED  

 

A major lesson learned is that specialty crop farmers are hard-working, intelligent entrepreneurs who 

get amazing amounts of work done, but they often lack the time or skills for effective marketing.  

This project attempted to help expand markets for specialty crops in Garrett County, by assisting 

with some of the marketing.    
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One unexpected outcome is that the chef at one of the participating restaurants, MoonShadow Café 

in Accident, decided to host its own local foods dinner in August 2014.  Specialty crop farmers 

provided most of the foods for the event.  The dinner was held during regular restaurant hours, so 

customers with tickets got the local food dinner, while walk-ins were expecting to order from the 

menu.  This caused confusion among customers.  So a lesson learned is that next time, the event 

should happen either off-site or on-site but outside regular restaurant hours (e.g., a Sunday brunch).   

 

Another unexpected outcome is the amazing amount of fresh produce local restaurants consume – 

our small specialty crop farmers are unable to meet full demand, even in peak season.  So restaurants 

must balance ordering from local farmers and supplementing with produce from their regular 

distributors.   

 

CONTACT PERSON  
Cheryl DeBerry 

301-334-6968 

cdeberry@garrettcounty.org 

 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION  
 

 

Serve It Up Local website:  

www.ServeItUpLocal.com  

Garrett County Farms & Foods website: 

www.GarrettFarms.org  

Serve It Up Local facebook page: 

www.facebook.com/Serveituplocal  

Garrett Farms facebook page: 

www.facebook.com/garrettcofarms  

Local Food & Farm Guide Online: 

simplebooklet.com/garrettfarms  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover page 

http://www.serveituplocal.com/
http://www.garrettfarms.org/
http://www.facebook.com/Serveituplocal
http://www.facebook.com/garrettcofarms
http://simplebooklet.com/garrettfarms
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Photos from the culinary heritage event: 

www.serveituplocal.com/2013-photos.html    

 

 

 

Local Farmer,  

Ben Yoder,  

talking to  

customers and  

chefs at the  

culinary heritage  

event 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A local foods cooking activity with kids at the culinary heritage event 

 

 

Local Chef Larry 

Roby prepares a soup 

made with specialty 

crop ingredients 

http://www.serveituplocal.com/2013-photos.html
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Cook Off Contest Sampling 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Posters at the event 

Afternoon event activities 
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FINAL REPORT 

 

Project Title:  Maryland’s Best: Promoting Maryland’s Specialty Crops 

 
                          

PROJECT SUMMARY 

 

MDA’s promotions connected Marylanders through radio, TV, print and online media by advertising 

nursery and greenhouse plants and flowers, strawberries, wine, the Buy Local Challenge, watermelons, 

peaches, apples, pumpkins, and Christmas trees as part of the strategy to promote specialty crops and 

stimulate the demand for local agricultural products.   

 

This project has been previously funded and continues to increase demand and sales for Maryland 

grown specialty crops. A majority of the specialty crop promotions funded through this grant drive 

consumer traffic to the Maryland’s Best web site which helps source specialty crops. We have seen a 

steady increase in visits to the web site and in sales of specialty crops, largely in part to the promotional 

efforts funded by this grant. 

 

There are a few specialty crop organizations in the state and a majority of the organizations have 

volunteer boards with no staff to plan and implement much needed Maryland grown promotions.  These 

promotions increase consumer demand for Maryland grown specialty crops in the MD and DC region, 

which is a very competitive market due to large amounts of produce sold there from outside the US and 

region. 

  

 

PROJECT APPROACH 

 

All of the Maryland's Best specialty crop advertising paid for by this grant directs consumers back to the 

Maryland's Best web site. Once at the Maryland's Best web site, seasonal specialty crops are featured on 

the home page and consumers are directed to the search feature to find specialty crop producers near 

them.  

 

Month Target Promotion  Target media Web Visits 

April Nursery and Garden 

Centers 

WYPR 4,004 

 

(***) is made possible by the Maryland’s Best, Buy Local Program, inviting listeners to enjoy the 

outdoors by using Maryland plants this spring and summer. To find a local nursery or garden 

center near you, marylands best dot net 

May Strawberries WYPR 5,014 

(***) is made possible by the Maryland’s Best, Buy Local Program, inviting listeners to enjoy 

fresh, Maryland strawberries. Selecting berries includes looking for a full, bright-red color and 

firm, plump flesh. To find farm stands, pick your own, and farmers’ markets featuring Maryland 

strawberries, Marylands best dot net. 
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June Wine WYPR, Southcomm, 

Washington Post 

5,509 

 

July  Buy Local Challenge WYPR, , Washington Post, 

Southcomm, Event, Press 

Release 

6,382 

(***) is made possible by the Maryland Department of Agriculture's Maryland's Best Program, 

inviting listeners to eat locally grown and produced foods during Maryland's  Buy Local 

Challenge, July 20th through the 28th. Available at farmer's markets, farm stands and the "local 

section" of grocery stores. For information, marylands best dot net 

 

August  Watermelons, Peaches,   WYPR, Washington Post, 

Southcomm Event, Press 

Release 

4,341 

(***) is made possible by the Maryland Department of Agriculture's Maryland's Best Program, 

inviting listeners to enjoy fresh, local peaches. Selecting peaches includes choosing deeply 

colored fruits that are firm but slightly soft to the touch. To find farm stands, pick your own, and 

farmers’ markets featuring Maryland peaches, Marylands best dot net. 

September Apples Washington Post, WYPR, 

Southcomm, Press Release 

3,389 

October Apples Washington Post, WYPR, 

Southcomm, Press Release, 

Fresh Summit Daily 

3,327 

(***) is made possible by the Maryland Department of Agriculture's Maryland's Best Program, 

inviting listeners to enjoy fresh, Maryland apples.  Available at your local grocery store or ask the 

produce manager. To find farm stands, pick your own, and farmers’ markets featuring Maryland 

apples, Marylands best dot net 

December Christmas Trees Washington Post, WYPR, 

Southcomm, Press Release, 

3,023 

 (***) is made possible by the Maryland Department of Agriculture’s Maryland’s Best Program, 

inviting listeners to visit a Maryland Christmas tree farm. This holiday season, local farms have 

trees, wreaths, garlands, and more. To find a farm near you, Maryland’s best dot net 

 

Advertising Impressions and Listeners 

 

Month Promotion Estimated PrintAd 

Impressions 

Estimated Radio Ad 

Listeners 

April Nursery and Garden Centers No print ads 400,000 

May Strawberries 378,076 400,000 

June Wine 588,346 400,000 

July Buy Local Challenge 1,032,353 400,000 

August Watermelons, Peaches 515,830 400,000 

September Apples 588,346 400,000 

October Pumpkins 588,346 400,000 
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December Christmas Trees 588,346 600,000 

 

Total Estimated Advertising Impressions: 3,901,567 

 

Total Estimated Radio Advertisement Listeners: 2,800,000 

 

 

Buyer-Grower Event 

In January, MDA hosted a Buyer-Grower Event at the Navy-Marine Memorial Stadium – N Room. This 

tradeshow style event is designed to connect Maryland specialty crop growers with buyers from grocery 

retailers, restaurants, schools, and other venues. In 2013, we had nearly 300 participants in the event and 

in the post-event evaluation; nearly all farmers that exhibited indicated they increased their sales as a 

result of contacts from the event.  

 

Chefs Go Fresh Event 

In an effort to reach chefs in the DC metro area and increase their usage of specialty crops from 

Maryland, MDA sponsored the Chef’s Go Fresh Event put on by the Georgetowner Media Group for the 

second time. The event consisted of a motorcycle tour for DC chefs to visit specialty crop producers in 

Maryland. Around 40 chefs participated in the event and were educated on the wide range of specialty 

crops that Maryland farmers offer. By being a sponsor, the Maryland’s Best logo was used on all of the 

promotional materials for the event including cards, advertisements, and t-shirts. In addition several 

editorial articles were included in the Georgetowner that brought attention to specialty crops in 

Maryland. A directory of Maryland specialty crop producers was given to all of the participating chefs. 

 

 

Maryland’s Best Soundbooks and DVD’s 

MDA continues to work with a professional photographer to expand on our “Sound Book.”  Sound 

Books bring the story of Maryland’s farmers to the consumer; it’s a photographic slideshow with 

narration from the farmer. Soundsbooks were created highlighting Maryland vegetable growers Miller 

Farms and Houser Produce.  The images and sound are of high quality and it made an attractive 

promotional item.  

 

PMA Fresh Summit 

From October 18-20, 2013 the Marketing Office of the Maryland Department of Agriculture exhibited at 

PMA Fresh Summit in New Orleans, LA.  Fresh Summit is one of the largest fresh produce and floral 

expos and includes over 800 exhibitors and more than 21,000 attendees.  

MDA’s 2013 Fresh Summit strategy was to reach out to produce buyers and directors for grocery 

retailers that have a presence in Maryland and surrounding markets. The initial contact was made 

through an email and calling campaign, offering MDA’s services and efforts in finding out how we 

could best serve their stores.  A number of these contacts confirmed that they would be stopping by our 

booth and were very interested in learning more about produce from Maryland growers. In addition, an 

advertisement was placed in the Fresh Summit Daily which is the official newspaper for the expo and is 

printed and distributed each day during the three day trade show. The message was targeted towards 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CBTIWpO3IJg&feature=youtu.be&list=PLF95187F8F01C48FC
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CBTIWpO3IJg&feature=youtu.be&list=PLF95187F8F01C48FC
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hL2fIRiGBy0&feature=youtu.be&list=PLF95187F8F01C48FC
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retailers in Maryland letting them know that consumers prefer and have the buying power to purchase 

Maryland grown specialty crops. 

 

During the trade show, MDA had a 10ft x 10ft booth that featured a DVD on Maryland produce 

growers, Maryland specialty crop wholesale grower directories for buyers (hard copies & PDF on a 

thumb drive), new Maryland’s Best promotional give-aways, informational handouts on Maryland 

“Local” laws, and market research on Maryland Consumers. In total, we had 70 attendees stop by the 

MDA booth including 16 key strategic contacts for networking opportunities; inquiries on Maryland 

produce growers, and information on MDA marketing campaigns.  This included meetings with the 

following retailer buyers: Supervalu, Harris Teeter, Aldi, Ahold, Wakefern Food Corp, and Costco. 

 
In-Store Apple Promotions 

During the month of November MDA held in-store promotions with Whole Foods Market, ShopRite, 

and Harris-Teeter. During this time we ran advertising for MD apples and designed and printed posters 

to hang in the stores. At the in-store promotions we sampled MD apples that were available on sale as 

well as handing out information on the apple industry in the state and educating consumers on what was 

available. The promotions were greatly appreciated by the consumers, grocery retailers, and farmers. At 

some of the promotions we quickly sold the store out of the variety of apple we were sampling.  

 

 

MPT’s Maryland Farm and Harvest 

To help increase the public's understanding of Maryland agriculture, Maryland Public Television (MPT) 

in partnership with the MDA produced Maryland Farm & Harvest, a new series that puts a human face 

on farming, educate viewers about agriculture, and tell the stories of the industry that built this nation 

and continues to feed the world. Specialty crop farmers are featured throughout the series. 

 

 

Maryland Cut Flower Brochure 

The cut flower brochures have been printed and distributed throughout the state the libraries, farmers 

markets, and visitor centers.  

 

Grant Funds for Specialty Crops Only 

Funds from this grant are used to enhance sales of specialty crops only. More than half of the vendors of 

the Buyer-Grower event were specialty crop producers. The non specialty crop producers were funded 

by general state funds.  
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GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED 

 

Goal  Outcomes 

Increase visits to 

Maryland’s Best Web site  

The goal was to have a 10% increase in visits in 2013 which would 

be 167,200. As of December 31, 2013 we have had 177,260 visitors 

which far exceeds our goal.  

Increase access of 

specialty crop producers 

to diverse marketing 

channels 

The goal was to increase the amount of buyers at the 2013 Buyer-

Grower Expo to 90. At the 2013 Expo we had more than 100 buyers 

in attendance and exceeded our goal.  

 

Maintain Maryland 

consumers’ preference 

for local through 

promotions and 

advertising.  

In 2012 the measurement of Marylanders preferring produce 

branded as grown in Maryland was 78% according to the University 

of Baltimore’s Schaefer Center study. Our goal was to keep the 

measurement from declining by 5% and work to increase preference 

by 5%. In 2013 & 2014 MDA did not participate in the study due to 

budget constraints.  

Increase sales of 

Maryland cut flowers 

The cut flower brochures were printed and distributed. An informal 

poll was taken of MD cut flower growers and more than 90% of 

those contacted agreed they had at least seen a 2% increase in sales. 

Exact sales figures were unattainable.   

Increase in demand and 

sales of Maryland apples 

We were unable to confirm sales figures from the In-Store Apple 

Promotions, however we did sell out of apples at 3 stores that were 

part of the promotions. Both retailers and wholesale apple farmers 

confirmed a distinct increase in sales.  

 

BENEFICIARIES 

 

Maryland’s Best specialty crop activities are designed to promote and assist all Maryland producers of 

the state’s major specialty crops. Advertising specifically directs consumers to the Maryland’s Best web 

site which contains nearly 800 specialty crop producers in the state. The 2013 Buyer-Grower Expo had 

38 specialty crop growers exhibiting that connected with wholesale buyers throughout the region. These 

include growers of fruits and vegetables such as watermelons, various berries, apples, collards, kale, 

wine grapes, cucumbers, and squash, among many others.  

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

 

One important lesson learned is the immediate impact of in-store promotions and their potential after 

affects. While completing the in-store apple promotions we were able to sell out the stores of Maryland 

apples, in large part to the sampling and marketing materials developed through this grant. In addition, 

several of the retailers informed us that because of our promotions they had a significant increase in 

consumers specifically looking for Maryland grown apples.  
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Another important lesson was the difficulty in getting sales figures from companies and the need for a 

way to guarantee commitment. While many producers and retailers offered to share sales figures after 

promotions, actual access to those figures did not happen.  

 

 

CONTACT 

 

Stone Slade 

Maryland Department of Agriculture 

Stone.slade@maryland.gov 

410-841-5779 
 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
 
                         
 

  

mailto:Stone.slade@maryland.gov
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FINAL REPORT 

 

Project Title:  Reducing the Barriers Facing Maryland Fresh Fruits and Vegetables Producers in 

Implementing an Effective Food Safety Program (GAPS) 

 

PROJECT SUMMARY  

 

The Maryland Department of Agriculture’s (MDA) Food Quality Assurance Program (FQAP) has 

conducted Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs) and Good Handling Practices (GHPs) audits for fruit and 

vegetable producers and handlers through a cooperative agreement with USDA, AMS for several years.  

 

FQAP has also assisted the University of Maryland with providing training sessions to producers  

concerning GAPs and GHPs. During the audits and training sessions, FQAP identified economic and 

technical barriers for specialty crop producers trying to implement GAPs and/or GHPs. FQAP was 

previously awarded specialty crop grant money to address these issues. The purpose of this project was 

to continue the successful work of previous grants in mitigating food safety risks by reducing the 

economic and technical barriers to implementing GAPs. This project was important to producers not 

only to meet the demands of buyers but to also start implementing practices to meet the FSMA final rule 

for produce. This project built on previously funded specialty crop grant projects “Good Handling 

Practices and Good Agricultural Practices (GHP/GAP) Certification Cost-Share Assistance” to provide 

cost share assistance for certification fees for producers obtaining USDA GAP certification; cost share 

assistance for implementing GAP practices; GAP training sessions; one to one assistance in writing food 

safety plans and implementing GAPs; and MDA GAP inspections and certification.  

  

PROJECT APPROACH  

 

With previous grant funding, a dedicated position at the University of Maryland was filled in April 2011 

to coordinate GAP training and provide one to one assistance to fruit and vegetable producers. In 

addition to the formal training sessions and one to one assistance, written materials were developed to 

assist producers in writing and implementing their GAP plans. These materials were made available to 

producers at training sessions, on MDA’s website and mailed upon request. Feedback from producers 

and training evaluations were reviewed and used to make the training sessions more effective. The most 

significant change was to include actual plan writing for the producer’s own farm as part of the course. 

To assist with plan writing both during and after the training sessions, relevant materials were presented 

on a flash drive. The training attendee was able to save their GAP plan started at the session on the flash 

drive and have all of the materials necessary to complete their plan at home. MDA also reviewed 

existing GAP materials and utilized the worker training materials (DVDs and signs) developed by the 

National GAP program at Cornell. Producers were provided with these so they could train their own 

employees. Funding from this grant allowed the continuation of training sessions for specialty crop 

producers; provision of training materials; revisions to the curriculum as the FSMA produce rule became 

final and more information is available on best practices; and one to one assistance to producers in 

developing food safety programs.   Training evaluations were developed by the University of Maryland 

with the use of USDA-NIFA grant #68003-21588 funds.  These evaluations were to determine the 
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effectiveness of the training sessions provided with the use of funds from this grant and to establish 

benchmarks for future training sessions.  Evaluation results were also used to make adjustments to the 

training sessions. 

 

During this grant period the GAPs educator at the University of Maryland hired in 2011 notified that she 

would be moving to California.  An additional GAPs educator was hired to train with the original GAPs 

educator for three months during the growing season to ensure a smooth transition.  The original GAPs 

educator left at the end of August and the new GAPs educator has assumed all of her duties. 

 

The GAP program geared towards direct marketers and MD farm to school fruit and vegetable  

producers was developed, finalized and implemented cooperatively with the University of Maryland.  

The program now includes assistance to producers in meeting the produce final rule requirements.  The 

MDA GAP program now includes fruit and vegetable producers that need USDA GAP, Harmonized 

GAP or one of the private GAP certification programs to meet their buyer needs.  They are using the 

MDA GAP as a building block to move on to other GAP certifications.  Training sessions offered to 

specialty crop producers have included a segment on the FDA proposed rule and will be updated for this 

year to include the required Produce Safety Alliance training curriculum based on the final rule and 

MDA GAP program requirements will continue to be adjusted so compliance with GAP will also mean 

compliance with the FDA rule.  The audience has been identified as fruit and vegetable producers and 

notification of the program has taken place through press releases, emails, MDA’s website and regional 

Extension offices.  Inspections for MDA GAP now include not only compliance with GAP standards but 

also verification of compliance with the requirements of the FDA final produce rule.  Twenty-nine 

specialty crop producers were inspected and certified as compliant with the MDA GAP program that 

included FDA proposed rule requirements with the use of funds from this grant.  This is an 4% decrease 

over the number conducted during the 2014 growing season however four previously MDA GAP 

certified specialty crop producers successfully moved up to the USDA Harmonized GAP audit during 

this time period.   

 

With the use of previous grant funding, criteria and an application process for cost share were developed 

for the implementation of GAP practices.  The program was marketed to potential customers through 

emails to fruit and vegetable producers and presentations made during GAP training sessions for 

producers.  Criteria established for projects required demonstration that the project would improve food 

safety.    An application and list of examples that could be approved for cost share were developed and 

distributed to producers (Application and Cost Share List of Examples were provided with previous 

reports). Specialty crop producers were required to submit an application detailing what they hoped to 

achieve along with estimates of project cost. Awards were based on each applicant receiving a 

percentage of their project funded based on the amount of cost share funding available with a cap of 

$4,000 per applicant.  Applicants were notified of their award amount and were required to submit 

copies of invoices/receipts prior to cost share being issued.      Fruit and vegetable producers received 

funding for projects that improved the water quality, worker health and hygiene, and packing house 

sanitation. Eleven specialty crop producers received cost share assistance from previously funded grants 

and one specialty crop producers received funding through this grant to implement good agricultural 

practices that improved water quality, improved sanitation of harvest and packing equipment, and 

improved pest control in packing sheds.    
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The target audience for all programs funded by this grant was notified through postings on MDA’s 

website, direct emails to fruit and vegetable producers registered with MDA’s Maryland’s Best program, 

through the Extension offices, development and distribution of a University of Maryland Extension 

Bulletin and press releases.  

 

The overall scope of this project did not benefit commodities other than specialty crops.  

 

The University of Maryland including Cooperative Extension was a partner in this project and made 

significant contributions. In particular, they assisted FQAP in planning and presenting training, 

developing training materials, providing the one to one assistance in writing and implementing a GAP 

program and notifying specialty crop producers of the project. The University of Maryland also 

provided funding for the flash drives used for training sessions.  The training evaluations were also 

developed by the University of Maryland with other grant funding. 

 

GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED  

  

One of the goals was to increase the number of specialty crop farmers certified/approved by MDA as 

being in compliance with USDA GAP. Thirty-four different farmers have become USDA GAP certified 

during this project. The same farmers do not always become recertified each year depending on crop 

yield and sales so the number has not increased significantly each year. However, MDA verified all 

thirty-four of the farmers have implemented GAPs that meet the USDA audit standards. Twenty-nine 

specialty crop producers were inspected and certified as compliant with the MDA GAP program. This 

falls short of the revised goal of one hundred MDA GAP certified producers. Additional farmers have 

been implementing GAPs and have indicated they will soon request the MDA inspection to verify 

compliance. MDA expects this number to continue to increase during the next growing season. Through 

communications with these farmers at training sessions, during the one to one assistance, telephone calls 

and letters, MDA believes at least 100 farmers are in the process of implementing practices with the 

intention of requesting the MDA GAP audit.  

 

Another goal of the project was to increase the number of specialty crop farmers that implement Good 

Agricultural Practices. During this grant period fifty producers have implemented better worker health 

and hygiene policies as a result of cost share of educational materials. One producer has implemented 

good agricultural practices related to water quality, harvest and packing equipment sanitation, and pest 

control using cost share reimbursement from this grant.  

 

One of the project goals was to increase the number of specialty crop producers obtaining USDA or 

USDA Harmonized GAP certification by offering a cost share program for audits fees.  Cost share for 

the cost of USDA GAP or USDA Harmonized GAP audits was provided to fourteen producers for their 

2014 audit costs and to seven producers for their 2015 audit costs. 

 

One hundred and fifty producers have attended training sessions provided during this grant period. The 

training sessions provide specific details on improving the on farm good agricultural practices for 

specialty crop production. It is assumed that most of the 150 farmers attending these sessions have 
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implemented at least some of the good agricultural practices. An additional seventy producers have 

received one to one assistance in writing a GAP program and successfully implementing the plan. 

 

During this grant period a MDA GAP logo and MDA signs were developed.  The logo can be used by 

MDA certified specialty crop producers to demonstrate their compliance with GAP to consumers and 

buyers.  Signs were provided to all specialty crop producers holding a current MDA GAP certification. 

 

Compliance with the FSMA final produce rule has been a long term goal of this project.  The Program 

Manager attended several meetings with FDA Center for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition Produce 

Safety staff to learn about upcoming requirements for specialty crop producers.  The University of 

Maryland staff attended the Produce Safety Alliance train the trainer course so FSMA training can be 

incorporated into future GAP training sessions.  The Program Manager developed a FSMA 

questionnaire and distributed it to specialty crop producers to better understand what types of training 

and practices need to be implemented to assist producers as they comply with FSMA. (Questionnaire 

attached)  Completed questionnaires are still being returned to MDA.  Data from the completed 

questionnaires will be compiled and used to shape future activities for specialty crop producers. 

 

During this grant period it was noted that many producers were not adequately cleaning packing and 

harvest equipment.  The GAPs educator at UMD created specific guidance to assist specialty crop 

producers with implementing best practices for cleaning and sanitizing.  This guidance is in the process 

of being approved as an Extension publication (Guidance under Additional Information).  Interaction 

with producers also indicated understanding the water quality standards was an issue.  The GAPs 

educator developed guidance to assist producers in understanding and implementing best practices for 

irrigation and pesticide application water quality.  This publication has also been submitted for approval 

as an Extension publication (Guidance under Additional Information).  

 

Three MDA employees earned continuing education credits to maintain their USDA GAP/GHP and 

Harmonized licenses. One of these auditors began training to become licensed to conduct USDA 

Mushroom GAP audits.  One additional employee received initial training in preparation to meet the 

demands of increased inspections/audits as a result of the MDA and USDA GAP programs.  

 

BENEFICIARIES  

 

Over one hundred and fifty producers attended seven training sessions that were intended for Direct 

Marketers but attended by both direct marketers and wholesale marketers as they still covered the basics 

of GAP.  Fifty specialty crop producers received cost share for worker health and hygiene educational 

materials used to implement effective employee training programs for good sanitation practices for 

production, harvest and packing workers. One specialty crop producer received cost share assistance to 

implement good agricultural practices that improved water quality, improved sanitation of harvest and 

packing equipment, and improved pest control in packing sheds.  Twenty-one specialty crop producers 

received cost share reimbursement for USDA GAP audit fees. The beneficiaries have been able to 

maintain or increase their market share by meeting the food safety requirements of buyers and 

consumers.  Additional specialty crop producers benefited from the water quality and cleaning and 

sanitizing equipment guidance documents developed during this grant period.   
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LESSONS LEARNED  

 

Interactions with farmers concerning GAP identified the actual writing of food safety plans to  

implement GAPs is the biggest barrier. The revised training that includes hands on plan writing has been 

continued.  This has been a very effective method of assisting farmers to write their plans and has 

increased the number of producers implementing a GAP program. FQAP has obtained other Specialty 

Crop grants to assist farmers in writing and implementing GAPs to continue the work of this project. 

The goal of steadily increasing the number of farmers that are GAP certified was difficult to meet. 

Although producers implemented and requested USDA audits initially, many did not request in 

subsequent years as their crop may have suffered significant pest damage, was being sold for processing 

instead of for the fresh market, etc.  A survey has been developed to send producers who attend GAP 

training sessions but do not follow up to become certified to better understand potential barriers and 

measure the effectiveness of the training sessions.  The survey includes questions to determine why a 

larger percentage are not following through with certification and what GAP practices they implemented 

even though they did not become certified.  A limited number of the surveys were returned to MDA. 

 

Initially, FQAP anticipated that once a producer became USDA GAP certified they would maintain that 

certification each year. The primary reason farmers gave FQAP was there was no sense in spending the 

time and money for an audit if their buyer was not requiring it or they had little crop to sell (frost or 

insect damage was cited as the reason for reduced crops to sell). MDA has found that most of these 

producers continue to follow their GAP program even though they may not request an audit every year.  

  

During the first year the MDA GAP certification program was offered, only three producers requested 

the inspection and certification. The following year, nineteen specialty crop producers requested the 

inspection and certification. In the 2014 crop year, thirty specialty crop producers requested inspection 

and certification.  During the 2015 crop year, twenty-nine specialty crop producers requested inspection 

and certification.  Feedback from the producers new to the program this year indicated the posting of 

others on MDA’s website as having passed the inspection was encouragement to them that they could 

successfully pass the inspection and obtain certification.  

 

 

CONTACT PERSON  

 

Deanna Baldwin 

Telephone: 410-841-5769 

Email: Deanna.Baldwin@maryland.gov 
 
 
 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

mailto:Deanna.Baldwin@maryland.gov
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MDA GAP Logo and Sign 
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FINAL   REPORT 

 

Project Title: Maryland’s Best Press & Promotion Tours   

 
 

              

PROJECT SUMMARY  
 

The Drink Local Wine Conference is an organization that focuses on exploring and highlighting 

American wine. Each year, the organization picks a new region to highlight. In the past, they have 

showcased Texas, Virginia, and Colorado wines. They picked Maryland for the 2013 conference. The 

goal of the conference was to garner more publicity for the Maryland wine industry, and to show 

influential wine bloggers and writers firsthand the progress that Maryland wine has made. By taking 

influential wine bloggers and writers directly to the wine and vineyards, we were able to acclimate them 

with Maryland wine and educate them about the grapes that grow in Maryland.  

 

The conference was scheduled to be in the spring of 2013. We chose the second weekend of April, as 

it’s a slow time in the winegrape industry. We also wanted there to be fresh produce (greens, onions, 

etc.). We also wanted there to be fresh produce available in Maryland during the conference.  

 

Positive media attention from outside the local media market is often the kindling to bring greater 

credibility/reputation to a local wine region. We felt that 2013 was an appropriate time for the 

conference because Maryland winegrapes have finally achieved a level of quality worthy of national 

attention. 
 

PROJECT APPROACH  
 

Pre-Conference 
The Drink Local Wine Conference group approached us about partnering with them for the 2013 

conference. They contributed the concept and helped plan the conference. They also provided the lists of 

bloggers and writers for us to invite. The group also designed their own Web page to promote the 

conference and contributed to advertising with their own contacts and media outlets. Their partnership 

also helped to brand the conference and garner media attention.  

 

Our partnership with MDA was imperative to our success in this conference. They provided branding 

support, ran a social media campaign that garnered publicity and public attraction, and were helpful in 

answering questions regarding the planning process.  

 

The majority of the grant period was spent planning for the conference. This involved scouting locations 

for events and hotels for the conference, as well as interviewing catering companies and restaurants to 

ensure locally-sourced meals during the meetings and media tour. Once the majority of the conference 

was planned, we began the process of inviting VIPS. We also promoted the conference through a variety 

of local media outlets.  
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Project Activity  Who Start  Completion  

Develop formal schedule of regional tours and 

weekend summit 

Briana Berg Nov 2012 Dec 2012 

Announce weekend summit Briana Berg Dec 2012 Dec 2012 

Develop list of targeted media to invite  Briana Berg Dec 2012 Dec 2012 

Develop seminar and tour themes Briana Berg Jan 2013 Jan 2013 

Develop weekend full summit schedule and 

itinerary 

Briana Berg Jan 2013 Jan 2013 

Recruit co-sponsors to value-add promotions Briana Berg Jan 2013 Jan 2013 

Invite select specialty crop producers to 

participate or be featured in panel discussions, 

tours and tastings  

Briana Berg Feb 2013 Feb 2013 

Reserve transportation, catering and destinations 

for weekend summit 

Briana Berg Feb 2013 Feb 2013 

Invite media and VIPS Briana Berg Feb 2013 March 2013 

Promote Conference Briana Berg February 

2013 

April 2013  

Host weekend summit Briana Berg April 2013 April 2013 

Survey participating media after program about 

impressions of Maryland specialty crops 

Briana Berg May 2013 June 2013 

Evaluate Twitter impressions and media results Briana Berg June 2013 June 2013 

 
 

Conference 

On April 12, 2013 MWA took 50 VIP media and press on a wine tour. We took them to Sugarloaf 

Mountain Vineyard, Black Ankle Vineyards for lunch catered by Woodberry Kitchen, and Boordy 

Vineyards. Different wineries in the area joined us on the tour including: Elk Run Vineyards, Fiore 

Winery, and Cygnus Wine Cellars. We concluded the day with presentations at Waterfront Kitchen 

where five Maryland wines were served with locally-sourced meal. The next day, 150 members of the 

media and industry met at the Tremont Suites Hotel in Baltimore for the main conference. Three panel-

guided sessions took place in the morning discussing various topics, including the history of Maryland 

winegrowing, “new” grape varieties to Maryland, new trends and emerging wine regions in Maryland, 

which grapes grow well and where, and what styles of wine are prospering. We had a lunch at the hotel 

with three Maryland wines poured. The day concluded with the Twitter Taste-Off, a culmination of the 

day’s presentations and an opportunity for the conference members to taste what had been discussed 

throughout the conference. The event featured 20 Maryland wineries pouring two wines each—all 

Maryland appellation, meaning made from Maryland grapes—for the public, the press, and the 

conference members. Below is the agenda for the media and press wine tour and for the Saturday 

conference.   
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MWA used lists provided by the Drink Local Wine Conference board members to invite past guests to 

the conference. Briana Berg obtained a list of local food and wine bloggers and writers from Visit 

Baltimore, the Greater Baltimore region’s official non-profit, destination development and marketing 

organization. The list provided gave MWA the resources to research prominent Baltimore and Maryland 

members of the media and determine their value to the conference. MWA based its decisions on the 

reporter’s beat and prior interest or coverage of local agricultural products in the Baltimore and 

Maryland community. 

MWA also invited employees from organizations that support local wine. These companies came 

recommended to us from the Drink Local Wine board. Drink Local Wine had also invited them in 

previous years. This included Nomacorc, The American Wine Society, and Atantic Seaboard Wine 

Association. They attended the conference as sponsors, both as in-kind and monetary.  

Below you will find a listing of VIPS. Briana Berg, Kevin Atticks, and Jade Ostner are staff at the 

Maryland Wineries Association, and were included in the total VIP headcount because they attended 
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and hosted each of the VIP events to represent the industry. 

Attendees represented traditional media, wine associations, food and wine bloggers, university staff, and 

others interested in promoting local wine. Examples include: Virginia Wine Time, The Passionate 

Foodie, Foodservice Monthly, Atlantic Seaboard Wine Association, Bmore Media, East Coast Wineries, 

Sterling Publishing, BeWineWise; Swirl, Sip, Snark, Scranton Times Tribune, Baltimore Fishbowl, 

Empty Bottles Blog, Wine-Compass.com, Wine America, Wannabe Wino, Richard Leahy's Wine 

Report, Washington Post, Wine Line, Drink What You Like, Maryland Life, WBJC Word on Wine, 

Weekly Wine Pick, WYPR, Chief Wino, The Wine Trail Traveler, Wine Review Online, City Paper, 

Style Magazine, New York Cork Report, The Harrisburg Patriot-News, Balzac Communications, The 

Terroirist. 

 

We chose to go to Sugarloaf Mountain Vineyard, Black Ankle Vineyards, and Boordy Vineyards, 

because of their focus on growing the highest quality—and diversity of—wine grapes in the Maryland 

wine industry. Their selection showcased three distinct growing regions in Maryland, and allowed 

guests to compare wines made from our regions’ grapes.  

 

The MWA and the Maryland Department of Agriculture (MDA) both marketed the event. MDA reps 

were incredibly active in promoting the event. They were partners throughout the conference and even 

attended. We were able to use their logo on all materials, including the Web site, which helped to 

support the conference concept. MDA ran a social media campaign that helped gain publicity pre and 

post conference. The Maryland Office of Tourism and Visit Baltimore were helpful in the planning and 

promoting of the event. WineAmerica, the national trade association of wineries, assisted in promotion 

of the programs and will assist with attracting national media representatives. Maryland winegrowers 

and other specialty crop producers assisted in the  

 

After conducting a participant survey, we were able to see the direct affect that the conference made on 

individual attendees.  Nine attendees submitted completed surveys—a 7% response rate; they 

represented media, trade and sponsors—all who participated in every aspect of the conference. 

Participating attendees noted their favorite wine that they tasted, their new knowledge of the regions’ 

grapes, and the increase in world-class wines being grown and produced. Every participant noted that 

they learned something new about Maryland agriculture.  The top-rated aspect of the seminars was the 

research session hosted by the University of Maryland Extension Viticulturist Dr. Joe Fiola, which 

showcased up-and-coming varieties and blends. 

 

For the entire two days, 2,616,565 Twitter impressions were recorded directly tied to the event. We 

gained at least 300 quality followers, and #mdwine was trending on Twitter. Traffic to the 

marylandwine.com—including the micro site for the conference—doubled. Bloggers and media all 

noted a better understanding of Maryland’s growing climate, geography, and fruit production abilities.   

 

We also made sure that all meals during the conference featured local produce and other local 

agricultural products. Lunch by Woodberry Kitchen, dinner by Waterfront Kitchen, and lunch by the 

Tremont Suites Hotel, all used local ingredients.  
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While other agricultural producers contributed to the event, the focus was on specialty crops—most 

notably grapes and apples used for wine and cider. Other specialty crops were highlighted by the chefs 

who participated in the tour and the conference. Local root vegetables and greens were highlighted in 

the lunch and dinner on the media tour, and again at lunch during the conference. We sought external 

contributions to cover the purchase of other products. We instructed all wineries to ensure their focus 

was on the specialty crops inputs that produced their wines, which made its way into most Twitter posts 

about the wines. 

 
 

GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED  
 

 

Goals/Accomplishments 

 
Goal Outcome 

Encourage social media chatter 

and discussion about Maryland 

grown fruit and the wine it 

produces 

We had almost 3 million impressions on Twitter during 

the two-day event, and many more after the conference.  

Recruit influential Twitter 

followers 

We increased our followers of @mdwine Twitter handle 

by 300 quality users. Before the event we had 3,153 

followers to our Twitter account. Today, we have 3,453.   

Create opportunity for trackable 

social media chatter 

We doubled the number of tweets using #mdwine hash 

tag. 

Increase traffic to 

MarylandWine.com 

Double (from an average of 16,000 unique visits per 

month) website traffic over the duration of the program, 

including the micro site www.marylandwine.org/dlwc13. 

March visits 11,146; April visits 18,460; May 23,294—

indicating a more than doubling of regular monthly visits 

since March. 

Create good relationships with, 

and educate bloggers and media 

on our growing patterns 

All participants who took the survey noted an increased 

knowledge of Maryland wine and grape growing.  

Build following for the 

Maryland’s Best Program 

We included Maryland’s Best hashtag in half of the 

tweets from the project. The MDA representatives were 

active in the hyping of the conference. MDA also ran a 

social media campaign. 

 

 

BENEFICIARES  
 

The grape growers and wineries all benefitted from the conference. The focus of the conference was on 

Maryland grapes. The tastings and tours provided a hands-on experience with local Maryland grapes, 

and the seminars provided informative information and facts.  

 

http://www.marylandwine.org/dlwc13
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All 80 growers of Maryland grapes and all 64 wineries in the state benefitted from the project. 

Throughout the locally-focused meals, at least 15 farmers or producers were highlighted. Other 

beneficiaries include local restaurants, the city of Baltimore, tourism in Baltimore City and 

Montgomery, Frederick and Baltimore counties. The conference focused on supporting local artisans 

and vendors as well. Our conference gift bags, and all items in the hospitality suites were donated from 

local artists, vendors, and producers. By doing this, we were showcasing more Maryland products.    
 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

 

From this project we learned that Maryland wine is in high demand. People are interested in local wine 

but have trouble accessing it and learning about it. They also don’t know much about grape growing in 

Maryland. From this, we plan to implement social media campaigns and participating in more events 

targeted towards expanding Maryland wine’s fan base.  

 

During the conference, we planned to take a boat trip across the Chesapeake Bay. The forecast one-week 

out was not favorable and we did not want to put our guests in danger. Several captains advised us that 

the trip could be treacherous for passengers, so we expanded our bus tour and invited a number of 

additional growers to pour their wines at each of the stops, ensuring that a maximum number of growers 

were showcased to the media on the bus tour. Other vineyards that would have benefited from the 

boat/bus tour were showcased in other parts of the event to compensate.  

 

In the proposal we aimed for 8 million impressions; while this was a very high objective for us to reach, 

we are very satisfied with the 2,616,565 that we achieved. One serious lesson we learned is that our 

farmers were generally not “digital natives”… the concept of Tweeting was not one with which they 

were comfortable, nor had most established Twitter accounts or account activity leading up to the event. 

Upon analysis of the Twitter Impact Report, it became clear that very few of the farmers and wineries 

represented made use of the medium to amplify and make best use of the activity generated from the 

event. Thus, the impact of Twitter was tempered.  

 

To increase the number of impressions, MWA would have needed to open up the Twitter Taste Off to 

more people. MWA opened the event up to about 500 people. A larger space would have allowed MWA 

to make the event longer to attract more people. The venue for the Twitter Taste Off—The Warehouse at 

Camden Yards—was an incredible attraction which helped bring new attendees to the event. However, it 

was expensive and we would consider other attraction/venues—perhaps ones locally-owned and 

operated—for future events. 

The event sold out on Groupon within days, suggesting that a wine event in March or April would be 

popular. We intend to run some event in 2014 during this time frame.  

The cost of the conference fee was also high. If MWA could have lowered the fee, more people may 

have attended. More attendance to the conference would have also led to more impressions and more 

publicity. 
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CONTACT PERSON  
 

Kevin Atticks 

410-252-9463 

kevin@marylandwine.com 
 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION  
News clips generated from the event included The Washington Post, Colorado Wine Press, Baltimore Sun, New 

York Cork Report, Patriot-News, BmoreMedia, etc. 

 

 

 
 

mailto:kevin@marylandwine.com
http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2013-10-08/lifestyle/42819244_1_wineries-riesling-wine-enthusiast-magazine
http://www.coloradowinepress.com/2013/04/drink-local-wine-maryland-pt-1-review.html
http://articles.baltimoresun.com/2013-04-10/entertainment/bal-maryland-hosts-drink-local-wine-conference-20130402_1_american-wine-wine-blogger-jeff-siegel-wine-columnist
http://newyorkcorkreport.com/blog/2013/04/11/drinking-regional-drink-local-wine-2013-in-baltimore-maryland/
http://newyorkcorkreport.com/blog/2013/04/11/drinking-regional-drink-local-wine-2013-in-baltimore-maryland/
http://blog.pennlive.com/wine/2013/04/post_243.html
http://www.bmoremedia.com/features/drinklocalwine040213.aspx
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